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INTRODUCTION 

Yan Yingxiu (b. 1970), originally from Zhouqu ('Brug chu) County, 
Gannan (Kan lho) Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Gansu Province, 
PR China, is a contemporary Tibetan writer who writes in Chinese. She 
has published more than one hundred poems and prose works under 
the pseudonym Di'er (Yan 2016a). Focused most recently on creative 
writing, she has published four collections of short stories and novellas, 
including Zhi feiji 'Paper Airplanes' (2011), Yan Yingxiu's Fiction 
(2014), Fangfei xie 'Fading Spring Flowers’ (2016b), and Yizhi hen 
anjing 'Always Remaining Silent' (2018). In 2019, Yan published her 


+Li Xiuhai. 2019. Review: Paper Airplanes by Yan Yingxiu. Asian Highlands 
Perspectives 58:500-520. 

t+Li Xiuhai is an independent scholar who worked at Northwest Normal 
University (Xibei shifan daxue) as an English lecturer. In 2019, he was the 
Chief Academic Officer, Foreign Languages School Affiliated with Beijing 
Normal University Zhuhai (Beijing shifan daxue Zhuhai fenxiao fushu 
waiguoyu xuexiao). His research interests include literary criticism and 
classroom discourse studies. 
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first collection of twenty-eight prose works, Jiu lian heliu dou buneng 
dai ta huijia 'Even Rivers Cannot Take Her Home'. 

Her awards include the Gansu Yellow River Excellent Novel 
Award and the Gansu Dunhuang Literature and Arts Award. She is also 
listed as one of the Gansu Xiaoshuo ba jun 1 'Eight Elite Novelists of 
Gansu Province' (Yan 2016a; Yan 2018). 

As a literary critic whose essays exceed 500,000 Chinese 
characters (Yan 2016b), Yan has critiqued a wide range of female 
writers of different time periods within and outside China (Shao 2016). 
She currently serves as a professor of Chinese literature at Lanzhou 
University of Arts and Science, a board director of the Gansu Writers' 
Association, and a member of the China Writers' Association (Yan 
2019). 

Paper Airplanes consists of eight novellas and short stories 
with a title drawn from one of the stories. The other seven stories are 
The Broken Jade, 2 3 * Descend into Friends, Always Concede to Beauty, 
Endless Longing and Love in 1999 J Individual Battlefield, Love Song 
in 1990, 4 and A Rose of Bitterness. 

In the collection under review, Yan mostly writes about women 
in urban intellectual settings and their love affairs and family life, their 
pursuit of love's true meaning, traumas, struggles, and survival as the 
women mature spiritually and mentally. Her heroines have been 
categorized as jingshen niiren 'women who agonizingly pursue a 
metaphysical lifestyle' (Yan 2011; Li 2014), 5 who are sentimental, 
persevere in their pursuits, and who are extreme in love affairs. They 
are also wanderers and losers at love, struggling to attain what love 
means to them (Ma 2014). Yan's fiction belongs to the genre of 


1 https://bit.ly/306Mkqp, 2 July 2019. 

2 The title is "The Crushed Jade" in Yan 2016a. 

3 The title is "Endless Longing and Love (1999)" in Yan 2016a. 

1 The title is "Love Song 1990" in Yan 2016a. 

s The term jingshen niiren was used by the writer in one of her short stories, 
and then borrowed by several critics to refer to the heroines and female 
characters who live a seemingly unrealistic life, indulging in desperate 
pursuit of love (mostly love affairs). They are so determined that unreal love 
is their ultimate pursuit in life. 
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metaphysical female Bildungsroman (Ye 2012:113) and has been 
described as extreme narratives (Hu 2016) 1 featuring individual 
spiritual growth (Shao 2016) and the development of educated female 
characters (Ye 2012). 


THE STORIES 


"Endless Longing and Love in 1999" 

Yan utilizes the first-person in Endless Longing and Love in 1999 to 
narrate stories of her friends in their good old days. This story serves 
as an introduction to themes Yan employs - women's friendship, love, 
career, family, devotion, trauma, struggle, and compromise - revealing 
personal failure and redemption (Hu 2016:5). It also serves as a 
manifesto for her view of men and women as two different "species" 
(Yan 2011:215). In one of the female character's words: 

They [men] were ... like people from another world...we admired them 
crazily at first, then we were moved, then we fell in love. In the end we lost 
it entirely; not only the love, but also our confidence, passion, and 
creativity. Thus, we finally lost ourselves in lost love (Yan 2016a:228). 

Li, a college student from a single-mother family, falls in love 
with Sang, her lecturer in a class on aesthetics. Sang has an attractive 
voice, uses poetic language, and Yan portrays him as a dedicated 
bookworm. In their relationship and life, Li works as an enthusiastic 
mother-like helper, caring for Sang. Dreaming of a chance to study in 
Austria, he focuses on learning German. He ends his relationship with 

1 The term "extreme narrative" was first used by Hu (2016) in an interview 
with the writer. In this context, "extreme narrative" refers to the writer's 
characterization of the heroines' personality and narration of their lives. The 
writer gives the heroines no other options, but to fall in love (affairs) without 
hesitation and even to give up their reputation, family, and career for unreal 
love. The heroines are characterized as people suffering from paranoia. 
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Li on the pretext of being a Buddhist convert. In the clutches of trauma 
and betrayal, Li marries a man who has admired her for years and lives 
a happy life. 

Sang is an opportunist, a traitor, and hypocrite with a past that 
includes the 1989 college protests (the "June Fourth Incident"). He is 
accused of planning the young faculty's strikes while secretly 
informing on his colleagues to his superiors. 

Ying, the story's narrator, also describes her close friends, 
Jianhua and Zhang. The former marries a handsome young surgeon 
but divorces. An extreme jingshen niiren, Zhang (Yan 2011:264-265), 
has countless admirers, and has an affair with Ba, a married man: 

...I know Zhang well. She is a woman living in love. She does not care what 
sort of men she loves, but cares about the feeling of being loved in a 
relationship. Forever and ever, she is touched by herself, by her 
unreasoning passion of love, by her foolhardy courage of even dying for 
love, and by the pain of her lost love. Zhang's love stories never end, but 
her heroes are always obscure, like the monotonous and homologous 
cicada chirpings in summer. It is the fresh, flamboyant, and un-paralleled 
role that Zhang saves for herself. 1 

Ying also utilizes the first-person narrative to reflect on her 
marriage and her husband, vividly portrayed as one of countless 
indifferent, apathetic married men (Yan 2016a:255). Ying enjoys 
articulating herself fully and delightfully, which serves as a platform 
for Yan's budding writing style to express the writer's loneliness and 
recollection of the writer's golden past (Yan 20i6a:2i5). 

Yan, the writer, considers Endless Longing and Love in 1999 
to be a prosaic recollection rather than fiction, a farewell to youth, and 
a ceremony marking her transition to spiritual maturity (Hu 2016). In 
short, this work generates the themes of Yan's fiction and is the 
beginning of her development of a metaphysical female coming-of-age. 
In almost all of her stories, she employs this genre in narrating tragic 


1 My translation based on Yan (2016a). 
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love stories featuring sincere, devoted women and their hypocritical, 
selfish men. 

"Paper Airplanes" 

When college sophomore, Yangzi, encounters the love of her life, her 
teacher, Jian Ning, she becomes a secret admirer and then sick with 
jealousy when she learns that he is married. When she visits him at 
home before her senior year ends, she meets Jian Ning; his wife, Xiao 
Bo; and their son. Her heart breaks when: 

Her teacher and his wife gently threw multi-shaped paper airplanes back 
and forth. The airplanes flew toward their beloved with loving gazes. 
Across the narrow space the tiny airplanes were flying back and forth. 
Their son, giggling first at his Dad and then at his Mom, clapped his little 
hands together. His parents laughed in loving response. 1 

Yangzi lives a soulless life after college graduation, continuing to 
secretly admire Jian Ning. After graduation, she works as a teacher; 
marries a surgeon, Ma Yanhai; resigns her teaching post; and moves 
back to the city where Jian Ning lives. After she moves back, she learns 
of Jian Ning's affair and her admiration and life completely collapse. 
With sympathy for Xiao Bo and resentment toward Jian Ning, she ends 
her lifelong infatuation by stabbing him to death during a long- 
anticipated, but impromptu kiss. 

A theme in this story is the heroine's secret naive admiration, 
along with sub-themes involving married life, marital fidelity, betrayal, 
and revenge. Conflicts and contrasts between Yangzi's simplicity and 
the world that confronts her create tension in the extreme narrative 
(Shao 2016). A college student with a gift for writing poetry, Yangzi is 
sensitive, creative, and quiet. Her secret admiration for Jian Ning is 
exemplified when she learns he is married and will soon have a son. 
She avoids Jian Ning's lectures, and lives in her own emotions, feeling 


1 My translation based on Yan (2016a). 


•504* 



Vol 58 2019 Asian Highlands Perspectives 2019 Vol 58 


sad and pitiful, and refusing to eat and communicate with those 
around her. 

The theme is enhanced by tension between the heroine and her 
husband, Ma Yanhai, and her vice-principal, Wang Mohan. The 
heroine's unwavering admiration of Jian Ning continues as she 
projects other men's merits on him. The tension between women and 
men escalates as Jian Ning occupies her thoughts. She struggles while 
living with her husband, a man she does not love. In this nightmare, 
she lives for Jian Ning as "he existed in each breath and each flow of 
her thoughts" (Yan 2011:82). 1 

With a son nearly three years old, Yangzi abruptly and without 
regrets resigns her job and moves back to the city where Jian Ning lives. 
While Yangzi is aware that those in her social circles are changing 
irreversibly, her love for Jian Ning remains the same. Once Yangzi 
learns of Jian Ning's affair with his doctoral student, she and Xiao Bo 
both wish him dead, a resentment that propels Yangzi to the climactic 
moment of the fatal sweet kiss: 

She closed her eyes, smiling. Her smile makes her burst into tears. She 
doesn't know how people should express themselves in the throes of 
extreme happiness. She is a woman who has never been kissed. This is 
her first kiss. She has imagined this in thousands of postures, settings, 
and emotions. Now she is truly receivingthe kiss she has longed for, which 
seems like 10,000 years. She allows herself to burst into a flood of tears. 
At this moment, the only thing she wants to forget is her hand. 

Blood oozes and then floods from Jian Ning's belly. Flooding. 

Yangzi does not let go of him - not letting his body fall. She can't 
hear his screams. They are the screams that tear her life apart. Neither 
can she see his last facial expression. She supports his collapsing body 
with hers. She does not allow his lips to separate from hers. 

She wants the kiss to last and last. 2 


1 My translation. 

2 My translation. 
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Yangzi's spiritual struggles and brutality align with what Yan 
states in an interview: "Paper Airplanes" represents her tendency for 
extreme narrative based on life stories she closely observes and 
carefully selects. The work is also an unveiling of human nature (Hu 
2016). These efforts contribute to the development of a literary oeuvre 
with a heavily sentimental mood and narrative extremes. 

"Descend into Friends" 

The sentimental tone of agonizing women is depicted in "Descend into 
Friends." The heroine, Mei Qin, an emotional editor, becomes 
infatuated with the literary critic Professor Yu Huaiyang at a seminar. 
A failed marriage leads Mei to an affair with Yu, which she interprets 
as genuine love. Mei's first encounter with Yu at the seminar, his initial 
impression of her at a KTV (Karaoke TV) as well as their goodbye in a 
corridor, initiate a tragic love affair. Mei describes their encounter as a 
deja vu reunion: "[They] were destined to know each other in a past 
life and reunite in this life" 1 (Yan 2011:118). 

Stunned by Mei's dramatic reaction, Yu returns home and 
leaves Mei alone for three months, a time Yu feels equals three or even 
thirty years. Feeling her heart is anchored in Yu's harbor, Mei decides 
to divorce. This determination leads Yu to ignore Mei's affectionate 
text messages. Meanwhile, Mei considers the affair to be the 
completion of her life and fulfillment of her idea of love, an 
interpretation that collapses when she witnesses Yu flirting with a 
female journalist. 

A tragic end comes via a nighttime radio talk show host, An 
Kang, Mei's husband, who hears his wife's stories about two cellphone 
gifts. One is for her true love, and the other is for her husband. The 
former turns out to be love in vain while the latter resembles a stranger 
or an acquaintance. Her deterministic summary serves as a manifesto: 
"Ultimately, I understand that a woman like me will be unable to 


1 My translation. 
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mature spiritually no matter my age. All is destined, indeed" 1 (Yan 
2011:162-163). 

"Individual Battlefield" 

"Individual Battlefield" 2 features a woman haunted by her first love for 
twenty-one years, maintaining a twelve-year-old comatose marriage, 
and indulging in an illusory "perfect" love affair. Similar to "Descend 
into Friends," the story starts with a sense of a past-life encounter with 
the librarian-writer, Su Di, and a renowned writer, Tao Yibei, whose 
works Su has admired for five years. Thirty-nine-year-old Su falls 
madly in love with Tao, who fills her heart by simply addressing her as 
"child" and sending hopeful yet ambiguous text messages. Suddenly 
and unsurprisingly, Su is in (cyber) love. Yearning for Tao's messages 
becomes one of her life's priorities. 

For a dozen years, Su has lived a family life with a stranger-like 
husband and has a ten-year-old son. Su reflects that "there may be 
another kind of love that I don't understand" (Yan 20i6a:264) and 
continues (Yan 2011:295-296): 

... as long as she pretends to have lived a happy life and avoids thinking 
about the twelve years that seem glamorous and peaceful, she has 
already decorated the wounds to look like flowers. 3 The immeasurable 
darkness and painfulness have been the fertile soil to nurture the 
flowers. 4 


1 My translation. 

2 The translators in the English version of Individual Battlefield did not 
follow the chapter division of the Chinese version, i.e., they combined 
Chapters 3 and 4 in the Chinese version into Chapter 3 in the English, nor 
does their translation capture the poetic beauty of Yan's flow of language, an 
observation that generally applies to their translation in the English version 
of this collection. 

3 The writer analogizes her twelve years of lifeless marriage as wounds, and 
compares the married life she pretends to enjoy with flowers. 

4 My translation. 
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Su's young love traces to twenty-one years earlier when she was 
a college sophomore from a comparatively wealthy family. She falls for 
Xiaonan, a brilliant, unfocused singer. At that time, a college diploma 
meant social privilege and success. Xiaonan's family's poverty 
translates into an irreconcilable relationship. Dramatically, Xiaonan's 
emotional love songs highlight Su's sensitivity. Qi Qin's 1 song "Kongbai 
'Blank'" alludes to Su and Xiaonan's doomed love: "They parted 
without a word. ... First they departed in life and then in death" (Yan 
20i6a:274). Extreme sentimentality includes 271 letters to Su from 
Xiaonan, an unemployed singer, and cassette tapes, a hat, a scarf, and 
a skirt. These are lavish gifts for a jobless singer in the 1990s. 2 A 
sorrowful atmosphere is built with Xiaonan's younger sister's phone 
call, announcing Xiaonan's death from overwork and cancer. 
Xiaonan's last letter to Su reads: "Su Di, you're my [doomed destiny]. 3 
I've envisioned our ending thousands of times but it was never like this. 
Fate is playing with us. It's [ridiculous]" (Yan 20i6a:285). Three years 
later she marries, burns Xiaonan's letters, and bids farewell to 
"beautiful yet sorrowful love" (Yan 20i6a:287). 

Tao transforms her love loss into a tangible reality, rescuing 
herself from lifelessness. The affair ends with their last 
correspondence - Su to Tao: 

I haven't written anything for a longtime, but right now I just want to write 
about myself. I must confront my own life dilemma. The problem is I don't 
know why you seem to be the only answerto my dilemma. Is it a trap? Why 
is the answer either a problem or a trap? I want to write about a wandering 
singer who left sunshine and shadow. I want to write about my husband 
who is like a harbor waiting for me in the dark. 4 


1 Chyi Chin (b. i960) in Taiwan. For more, see https://bit.ly/2NGy3zv 
(accessed 9 July 2019). 

2 In the 1990s, only the people who had government jobs and state-held 
companies in China (at all levels) were regarded as having secure 
employment, or tiefanwan 'iron rice bowls'. Xiaonan does not belong to this 
category, thus he is considered ’jobless'. 

3 The translators used "deadlock". 

4 My translation based on Yan (2016a). 
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Tao responds:"... Don't take me as the subject of your narrative 
because you don't know me and I don't know you either..." (Yan 
20i6a:289). 

Su and Tao's affair ends with Tao's indifferent responses, an 
indifference similar to that of Mei and Yu in "Descend into Friends." 
Love affairs lead the heroines to feel that they "had finally grown up 
[spiritually]" (Yan 2016a:287). Su left the passage, walking into warm 
sunshine after the deja vu of encountering the wandering singer who 
refused to sing "Blank" but offered to sing Pu Shu's 1 song "Sheng ru xia 
hua 'Lifelike Summer Flowers'." This return from loss and love affairs 
to a life of bright sunshine enhances the plot. 

Yan intentionally depicts Su as ajingshen nilren pursuing an 
unrealistic lifestyle, experiencing agony from love between two 
intellectuals, and a lifeless, loveless family life. Yan establishes the 
heroine's sentimentality through the one she loves, the doggedness of 
her pursuit, and her trauma and sadness. 

"Love Song in 1990" 

"Love Song in 1990" features several female teachers of different ages, 
portrayed as passionate, sentimental, or desperate when they confront 
various life choices. 

Li Qing, a stubborn Chinese language teacher, is Sang Ping's 
warm-hearted friend. The story begins with Li and Sang being ordered 
to move to a less pleasant office. Li refuses and is left awkwardly alone 
after Sang moves out with other office colleagues. In the end, Sang 
helps her move to avoid this embarrassing dilemma. Flashbacks take 
the reader to Li's three-year entanglement with a poet who lived in a 
grassland in northwestern China before she is abandoned and 
humiliated. During those three years, Li's passion for composing 
poetry intensifies. After the relationship with the poet ends, she bids 


1 Born in 1971 in Nanjing, see https://bit.ly/2JiObCU (accessed 8 July 2019) 
for more. 
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farewell to her young days at the age of thirty, an age marking 
independence and freedom. 

The second heroine, Hu Chungui, makes the transition from a 
rural girl into a young, sophisticated woman with discriminating taste, 
ambition, and desire. Yan describes Hu's humble past and earned 
present, and her endless efforts and broken dreams. Hu's dramatic 
transformation leads to dating and marriage, fulfilling her urbane 
proclivities. Married to the son of a powerful city official, she 
relinquishes her youth. However, her transition to material richness, 
emotional emptiness, and hopelessness in marriage challenges Hu. 
Crueler still is an abortion in the second month of pregnancy. 

Hu attributes her marital failure to her misfortune and 
dedicates her life to teaching, pretending to forget once-held dreams 
of love and of a man called "husband." Hu and her husband's plain life 
is full of sadness as a result of her material ambitions and her lack of 
passion for him. Hu's journey represents many Chinese women that 
trace to the 1990s and onwards, revealing their sacrifices and 
achievements. 

The third heroine, Sang Ping, marries the orphan, Shi Ye, a 
desert researcher based in northwestern China. News of her wedding 
preparations accelerates the narration before her dream of love 
collapses with news of Shi's fatal illness. Nevertheless, Sang perseveres 
with dreams of love, despite Shi's hopeless condition. A letter Sang 
writes to Shi is filled with desperation, but also radiates hope. The 
interwoven accounts of Li Qing's wedding and Sang's hoped-for 
wedding reveal Sang's intense sentimentality. Sang's letter and 
recollections of Shi's hospitalization encapsulate miserable memories 
and unrealistic wishes. Stories of these heroines, if condensed into one 
life story, would represent Yan's take on women's physical and 
spiritual journey and life's tribulations. 
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"A Rose of Bitterness" 

"A Rose of Bitterness" depicts a traumatized young woman's evolution. 
Yan also utilizes hypocritical, evil-minded men to illustrate how naive, 
bright young women become mentally and spiritually troubled. 

A note about the title "Kushui Meigui 'A Rose of Bitterness'" 
may help readers understand Yan's rhetoric before I investigate the 
heroine and her distress. Kushui is a small town with an average 
annual precipitation of 281 millimeters 1 located in China's northwest. 
Kushui is renowned for producing edible rose petals. The title implies 
a life of bitter struggle to readers familiar with the trope of the barren, 
arid town in northwestern China. Yet, hopes for a better future are 
deeply rooted in Northwesterners, exemplified by Xia Jinglei's 
struggles and ultimate success. 

Yan chooses sexual harassment and violation of a young 
woman to empower and emphasize the narrative's bitter tone. Yan 
advances her narrative techniques, consolidating a tone of agony 
punctuated by Xia's traumas and rumors, from her peer's isolation to 
the old gatekeeper's spooky amatory stares and dirty talk, from rumors 
that the gatekeeper raped her to widespread gossip of sexual violations 
Xia suffers from workforce administrators. Yan deliberately depicts 
Xia as distressed by rumors, discrimination, bullying, humiliation, 
sexual harassment, and by the people around her from a young age. 

The earliest marginalization results from a father afflicted with 
tuberculosis, which local townspeople considered a deadly, 
communicable disease. Yan utilizes an anecdote to illustrate this 
reaction: a boy bumps into Xia, causing his friend's panicked cries: 
"You're gonna die, Chubby! You bumped into that girl from a TB ghost 
family! You'll pass that damned disease to your dad, your mom, and 
your little sister! Your whole family's gonna die!" 2 (Yan 2011:368). This 
humiliating, discriminatory language pierces young Xia's heart. Her 
classmates mock her, throw paper wads at her, and even throw a pair 
of old shoes at her head during class. She is also the target of violent 


1 For more, see https://bit.ly/2MEtYu4 (accessed 26 August 2019). 

2 My translation. 
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curses from her peers about her late elder brother, her family, her 
English teacher... Each event increasingly stresses Xia. 

Yan creates an apex of tension between an innocent girl and the 
boy-dominated world with outrageous rumors of the old gatekeeper 
sexually violating Xia, who subsequently loses her reputation and 
Zhou Li's treasured friendship. The sad conversation between Xia and 
Zhou and Xia's monologues accentuate the bitterness of the heroine's 
growth and struggle as a teenager. 

A contemporary Chinese saying goes: "Quanli shi yiji chunyao 
'Power is an aphrodisiac,"' which Yan illustrates with the evil-minded 
Li Yuanchao and Liu Shengli. The former is a school director in charge 
of teaching affairs, and the latter is the principal. Li begins by 
threatening with rumors and offering gifts, including a cassette player 
and tapes. Liu, a man with absolute power in the rural school, sets 
traps by inviting her for a Chinese New Year dinner, giving her 
"welfare" money, threatening her, pretending to bend the rules to help 
her, and finally raping her. That nightmare violation destroys this 
young Chinese woman's belief in love and virginity. Yet, the worst is 
still to come. Li Yuanchao owns the accidentally-recorded tape of the 
principal raping Xia - she pushed the record button as the principal 
cornered her - threatens Xia and manages to violate her another ten 
times, promising to return the tape to Xia. Li, a more sophisticated 
man of conspiracy, becomes the new principal by reporting Xia and 
Liu's affair. Facing discrimination and humiliation, Xia is forced to 
return to the town where she grew up. 

Yan continues depicting Xia's divergent appearance and deeds, 
which invites her colleagues' bitter resentment and jealous offenses. 
However, her first dramatic victory comes from defeating Yang Ke, a 
student in an English class. Yang offends Xia in front of all the students 
by murmuring about Xia's TB family and violation and curses her. 
With Xia's insistence, the school principal agrees that Xia should 
receive a public apology from Yang's father. Her successful revenge on 
the man's world does not reduce her sense of sorrow, which builds to 
a climax when she visits her brother's grave. Her soliloquy to her late 
brother serves as a reconciliation with the painful past and acceptance 
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of the present. Xia's transformation from a marginalized, broken 
young woman to a victorious optimist derives from her perseverance 
and is a testimony to a promising adulthood. She also wins the trust of 
those who had gossiped about her. 

Surprisingly, the transformed Xia becomes involved in a 
painful but irresistible love affair with Lin Dong, the newly-arrived 
music teacher. As is now familiar in Yan's fiction, an initial deja vu 
encounter and love affair are doomed. After falling deeply in love, Lin 
promises to divorce and plots his wife's suicide. Xia finally learns the 
truth and severs her relationship with Lin. The affair ends with Lin's 
hypocritical, outrageously insulting words after Xia's rejection. Yan 
writes that Xia would rather endure Li's and Liu's violations than hear 
Lin call her a whore and worse. 

Xia's ultimate breakthrough is achieved by the resurrection of 
her childhood friendship with Zhou Li, and their suffering and pain 
since childhood. Xia and Zhou's statement of spiritual growth in a 
happy ending serves as the writer's manifesto of the female 
Bildungsroman. It is also the climax of a narrative sophistication as a 
young woman reconciles with the man-dominated world, as well as 
compromises with her troubled past. 

Yan skillfully narrates the extreme circumstances of the 
heroine to increase the intense impact of Xia Jinglei's unending 
traumatization and humiliation, arousing the readers' sympathy. 

"Always Concede to Beauty" 

"Always Concede to Beauty" is a story of the Mona Lisa Beauty Center 
masseuses and their loves and struggles. Yan utilizes the third-person 
omniscient point of view to create female characters such as Ruo Ruo, 
Guo Jie (Ms. Guo), and the beauty center director, and their struggles 
with the cruel world of men including Sanlang, the hairdresser, and 
Zhao Ling, who sells fake air tickets. 

Ruo, the leading heroine, was in love with Zhao but ended the 
relationship after learning that he sold fake air tickets online to make 
a living and make her happy. Ruo next falls in love with the hairdresser, 
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Sanlang, a man her colleagues consider lower-class. By chance, Ruo 
learns that Sanlang is having an affair with Ms. Guo, her regular 
customer. Ruo tries to keep her relationship with Sanlang a secret from 
Guo in order to keep her as a customer. Ruo and Guo eventually unveil 
their relationships with Sanlang and maintain their friendship. 

This loosely written story is unconvincing, given the superficial, 
artificial depiction of the masseuses' interwoven relationships and the 
narrative of their struggles - love triangles, bitter comparisons among 
themselves, and self-denigration. Yan's lack of in-depth knowledge of 
masseuses may explain this. 

However, Yan broadens her fictional world in turning her gaze 
from well-educated intellectuals who seek true but illusory love to 
immigrant masseuses who love men and sincerely guard their 
sisterhood. For example, Yan imparts a just heart to the beauty center 
director. Characters with such vocations are routinely minor 
characters in stories of this sort and negatively characterized. However, 
the serious, strict director of the beauty center volunteers to support 
one of her employees, Cuizi, whose younger sister, Jinzi, committed 
suicide because of threats from her employer while babysitting in 
Beijing. The director raises funds to help Cuizi in a lawsuit against 
Jinzi's employer. This portrayal is realistic in the sense that the 
director and the masseuses experience life's bitterness and hardships. 
However, the struggle between the marginalized and the mainstream, 
a battle between powerless women and the hegemonic man's world is 
not persuasive. While Yan's characters are depicted well, the tension 
in the story is weak as the surroundings and the behavior of the 
characters are overstated, while the characters' inner worlds and 
moods are understated. 

"The Broken Jade" 

Yan's experimental characterization of heroines from non-academic 
circles expands the horizon and vision of her fiction writing. "The 
Broken Jade" shows maturity in its exploration of social problems and 
tension. 
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Yan depicts Zheng Jie's two broken bracelets as coinciding with 
two disastrous incidents in her life, one when she was sixteen-years- 
old and the other when she had just turned forty. The story is set in the 
1990s when China dramatically transformed from a planned economy 
to a socialist market economy, resulting in high unemployment. Zheng 
and her husband, Wang Zhiqiang, are victims of unemployment and 
desperately embrace their dreams out of despair. 

Zheng, as a representative of nobody-ness in an era where 
others are blindly pursuing fortune, collapses from her dreams of 
achieving great beauty when she remembers the death of her beloved 
aunt and grandmother and the broken jade bracelet, which came to 
symbolize the tragedy. 

The love story between Zheng's aunt and her boyfriend 
exemplifies Yan's extreme narrative of traumatized, abandoned 
women. Her aunt falls in love with a young man and financially 
supports his college education. After graduation, he is determined to 
work in the city and breaks up with Zheng's aunt, unable to accept a 
relationship between himself (a promising college graduate) and a 
jobless rural woman. Zheng's aunt is then so depressed that she 
commits suicide after Zheng's parents demand the graduate return the 
funds she gave him. This death is symbolized by the breaking of the 
jade bracelet treasured by the women in the family - Zheng's aunt, 
grandmother, and Zheng herself. The suicide leads to the death of 
Zheng's grandmother. 

Zheng and her husband's struggles begin from the time of their 
romantic, optimistic love. They find employment and work hard. 
However, the good life they earned vanishes with the breaking of the 
jade bracelet that cost 78,320 RMB. 1 

Shao (2016) comments that The Broken Jade is a narrative of 
the lower class. The theme is the despair ordinary people suffer from 
unexpected incidents that terminate their happy life. The heroine and 
other characters in The Broken Jade are more developed compared to 
other stories in this collection. 


Approximately n,oooUSD. 
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CONCLUSION 

Female characters in this volume are depicted as jingshen niiren (Yan 
2011; Li 2014) with each story an extreme narrative (Hu 2016) of 
women's spiritual growth (Shao 2016), including struggles for a better 
life and perseverance in the pursuit of love. Li (2014) comments that 
love on the part of the jingshen niiren heroines and female characters 
is not the only purpose of their lives, but as long as they live, they will 
cling to it. Love serves as proof that they are alive. Li (2014) 
commented that Yan is like a surgeon using a scapel to expose the scars 
and pain of traumatized love. All Yan's jingshen niiren heroines play 
an independent role in representing diverse yet traumatized love. 

According to Yang (2016) the sentimentality of these stories is 
the result of the narrator's subjective emotional catharsis. The writer's 
voice is aggressive to the point that it claims the voice of most heroines, 
aided by an omniscient point of view. The catharsis just mentioned 
results in a stereotypical flatness of the female characters and plots 
involving female intellectuals. 

Apart from female character development, Yan deliberately 
creates a high level of tension between the sexes. Nevertheless, Yan 
contends that women should not just struggle, rather, it makes greater 
sense to communicate and reconcile with men (Shao 2016). Yan 
(2007:92-93) states that "the reconciliation of women with men is not 
to compromise,... but reach an agreement, complement one another, 
and finally to achieve coexistence and co-prosperity at higher and 
deeper levels." Yan's comments, however, do not coincide with most of 
her depictions of women whom men cruelly abandon, violate, and 
traumatize. 

What is criticism and what is writing? In Hu's (2016) interview 
with the writer, the writer suggested that criticism is confronting 
others reasonably and "It is also easy to be correct. Writing, however, 
is to face oneself, specifically the imperfection of oneself (Hu 2016:8). 
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